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EFFECTS ON HEALTH OF CHEMICALS; BIOLOGICAL HAZARDS

Epidemiological evidence supporting or refuting the finding of higher risk
of death from cancer among chemists, in comparison with members of
reference or other groups, is equivocal. Until quite recently, the preponder-
ance of studies supported the view that those in the occupational category
of chemist, as defined in the separate studies, did have a higher risk of
death from cancer. Recent evidence is at variance with the previously
reported findings. There is, thus, inconsistency in the results of the various
epidemiological studies.

All of the epidemiological studies reported to date can be criticized on
many grounds; thus, interpretation of the findings is complicated. For
example, there was a lack of consistency among the sites of cancers
reported as in excess of expectation for several of the groups studied.
Furthermore, methodological difficulties in the design of the several
studies compromise ready acceptance of the findings. These studies do not
distinguish members of the population groups according to the degree of
exposure and, because of the presumed long latency period of cancer, any
increased incidence probably represents exposure that occurred some time
in the past. These issues and other related reservations are described in
greater detail in Appendix A.

However, although the results of the epidemiological investigations are
equivocal on the point of whether or not there exists a special risk of death
from cancer for those variously classified as chemists, the undeniable
hazard of handling a variety of chemicals provides good and sufficient
reason for laboratories to bring their operations into compliance with the
practices recommended here.

More research is needed on the effects of chemicals on health, including
epidemiological studies. We recommend that the available toxicological
information on specific substances be evaluated by qualified persons and
then rewritten and published at regular intervals in a form that will be
useful to laboratory workers handling chemicals. In this report, we
illustrate the type of information we have in mind in the form of sample
data sheets for 33 compounds. A compilation of such data sheets, revised
and augmented at regular intervals under the aegis of an organization
responsible to the scientific community, would be a valuable resource to
which laboratory workers could turn to learn of any special hazards
involved in handling or disposing of a specific substance in the laboratory.
Neither the currently available company product data sheets nor the
various compilations of toxicological data accessible provide information
in a form that is really useful to a person who wishes to work with a given
substance in the laboratory.